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RATIONAL CHOICE PERSPECTIVES ON NEW SOCIAL 
MOVEMENTS AND VALUE CHANGE 

Harry Ganzeboom I Henk Flap 

The papers in this volume were originally presented at a symposium of 
the 'Werkgemeenschap Verklarende Sociologie', a working group of 
sociologist in the Netherlands that tries to solve sociological problems 
within a rational choice perspective. Not surprisingly the larger part of 
the discussion was devoted to the relationship between rational choice 
and the theoretica! and empirica! considerations in the five papers; our 
summary of the discussion will therefore be restricted to the several 
objections and considerations that were raised on these issues. 

Most objections were raised at a theoretica! level. A first objection 
questioned the necessity of attributing changes in politica! behavior, 
such as the rise of new social movements or a change in voting 
behavior, to autonomous value change or value change as an 
intermitting cause. Do we really need values to account for changing 
politica! attitudes and behavior and the rise of new social movements? 
Can't we explain what happens, e.g., in the case of the British Labour 
Party (Heath), by analyzing the changing choice situation voters are 
facing? Does not the mere existence of a third party and the declining 
number of blue collar workers particularly in the southern parts of 
England make a vote for Labour a wasted vote? The voters may wel! 
be aware of these processes and therefore choose non-socialist at the 
ballot. This critique stresses the importance of specific, possibly 
unique, historica! circumstances, making for differences in the choice 
situations. 

A second objection to value theories of politica! behavior is that they 
disregard the collective good aspects of politica! processes. The "silly" 
theory, as it was called by Kriesi, that post-materialist values willlead 
to participation in protest movement does not satisfy. Post-materialist 
values are also collective goods in the sense that they stipulate 
situations to be, to the creation of which each individual can only make 
a negligible contribution. This implies that free rider effects will 
emerge. If actars are rational, and if they endorse post-materialist 
values, they have no reason to act accordingly and join the new social 
movements. 
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In this respect, Anthony Heath's paper was criticized by several 
discus~ants on its logic to label issue voting as rationally motivated 
behavwr and party identification processes as non-rationally motivated 
beh~vior. Party i~entification voting cao be reconciled with rationally 
mottvated behavwr under the assumption that party identification 
represents habit formation that cuts information and transaction costs. 
Heath replied, that feit that the specific label is of minor importance 
as long as such assumptions lead to new and testable hypotheses. Such 
a new prediction from an information cost approach would be that the 
higher edu~ated haye a less stabie party identification, because they 
have less mformatwn costs than the lower educated. Heath cited 
evidence to the contrary. 
As a more radical version of this criticism it was forwarded that there 
are ~ood argui?ents to .label party identification voting as rationally 
mottvated and ISsue votmg as non-rational. The first point for rational 
choice theories of voting behavior to take issue with, is how to solve 
the. problem why people vote in the first place: if they would be 
ratwnal actors, they know that their vote will not matter and that it is 
only ration.al to stay at home,. even if they care about the issues. If they 
do cas.t their ballot, as many mdeed do, and they are still considered to 
be ratwnally motivated, other considerations must have entered their 
rea~oning. U!lder rationat choice assumptions, the utility·function of 
yotmg must mclude teri_!lS that matter to actors individually, and this 
IS not true for the relatwnship between individual votes and macro­
polit~cal outcomes. Considerations of status (voting as an instrument to 
confum status group memberships) are an obvious candidate. It was 
sugg~sted t_hat the incre~s~d social mobility of the British working class 
and 1ts soc1al decomposltwn could offer an explanation of the decline 
of the Labour Party. Heath responded that these proposals have to be 
evaluated in light of the new predictions they allow to derive. One 
might logically reconcile the theory of party identification and the 
theory of issue-voting, or integrate these ideas in an even more general 
framework, but this caooot be a goal on its own. He emphasized, that 
as we be~~me ~oo catholic, we will loose the exciting new predictions 
of the ongmalidea~. New predictions which are eventually empirically 
c~rroborated remait;t the touchstone of. social science. For example, 
With respect to the Importance of the nse of the SDP as a situational 
explana~ion of changing electoral preference, Heath argued that an 
alternative between Labour and Conservatives had existed well before 
the rise of the SDP and a situational explanation cao therefore not be 
satisfactory at all. 

As a ~hird objection, it was added that lnglehart's thesis about the 
behavwral effects of post-materialism caooot considered to be an 
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explanatory theory, because it does oot specify concrete pre~ erences 
or constraints within which preferences have to be reahzed. A 
measurement of a general value orientation is only a summary variabie 
of separate preferences. Especially Opp cited eviden.ce to .the effect, 
that if one estimates the influence of the general onentatwn next to 
those of the separate preferences, the influenc~ o.f the. gene~al 
orientation disappears. De Graaf reported different fmdmgs: h1s earh~r 
work shows that general post-materialist values are important 10 

explaining a wide range of behavior, also outside the.p~litical realm. 
This work also demonstrates effects of post-matenahst values on 
occupational careers. Other work shows influenc~ of post-materi.ali.sm 
on consumption patterns and leisure behavwr: po.st-matenahsts 
consume less traditional luxury goods and spend more ttme on culture 
consumption, after contralig for income, accupation and education. 

As a fourth objection to value theories of politica! action it was 
brought forward that the causa! order of values and behavior will 
always be unclear and may very well lead from behavior to values in 
stead of the other way round. The observed relation between values 
and behavior mayalso be brought about by response behavior and may 
oot reflect anything real. From this point of view, Opp's paper was 
criticized for relying entirely on subjective data. Opp ask~ people, ?r 
rather he presents them a list of what they would do 1f a certa1_n 
situation would occur, and asks them what they have done. It IS 

questionable in what respect these subjective behaviaral intentions cao 
be used in an explanation of behavior (which is reported as well - oot 
observed). All kind of cognitive processes might just as wel! account 
for the pattern of answers on these batteries of questions. Given the 
weak relationships between va lues and behavior, there cao be doubts 
on its explanatory and predictive value for real life situations. T.he 
issue of cause and effect was forcefully brought to the fore w1th 
respect to Kriesi's finding of large effects of occupat!~nal c~tego~ies 
on orientation towards the new social movements: a postttve onentatwn 
is particularly prevalent among occupations in the social an? cultural 
sector and among the unskilled. It was suggested that occupatwns cau.se 
eertaio value/action orientations. Memhers of the t;tew soctal 
movements are·forced to their orientations by the occupatwnal sector 
they are working in: the correlation is a. se_Jection effe.ct. Or co.uld it be 
that the new middle class opts for the1r JObs on basiS of the1r values 
acquired earlier on? The overrepresentation of the unskilled that Kriesi 
also observes is more puzzling, since this group usually shows a 
conservative value pattern. One solution would be that some hard-core 
memhers of the new social movements have made their politica! 
participation totheir main occupation, while workingin unskilled jobs 
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~s a side oc~upation. Heath questioned the logic between participating 
m new social movements and having an accupation in the social­
cultura! sector. What is it about this sector that brings people to join 
the antt-nuclear peace-movement? Why would this be more important 
to social-cultural specialists than to persons in other occupations? 
Kri~si. SUJ?ges!s an explanati_on in terros of life-styles (Lebenswelt). 
Partl?Ipat~on m the new soctal movements does not only bring value 
conftrmahon, but also behaviaral confirmation with respect to certain 
modes of living. Another explanation would be that social and cultural 
specialists are disproportional subjected to bureaucratie restrictions. 
People with a high education experience infringements upon their 
autonomy by bureaueratic procedures and a hierarchical organizational 
structure. Much of the protest of the new social movements can 
therefore be interpreted as resistance against bureaucracy. 

~s a fifth objection, several discussants sought to belittle the 
Importance of values for the explanation of actual behavior that is 
participation in the new social movements. For example, D~ Graaf'~ 
result~ d~monstrate that only a very small amount of varianee in post­
ma~enaltst _val~es can be explained by traditional social background 
v_an~~les; tts IJ?fluence on consequent actions may be statistically 
Significant, but IS substantively negligible. Therefore values have little 
empirica! importance neither in explaining participation in new social 
movements, or in explaining the social background of those who 
actually participate in such movement. Kriesi's results show that value 
ori~ntations ~o not l;>rin~ very much either in the explanation of the 
actiOn potentta_I (which IS partly measured by actual behavior) of the 
Dutch populatwn. In response Kriesi and De Graaf stated that the 
amount of varianee ex~l~ined by value indicators may not be huge, but 
ne':ertheless non-neghgible. De Graaf also stressed that his newer 
esttmates of value stability, which correct for measurement error and 
ipsat~vity, suggest that value orientations are in deed very stabie over 
the hfe course, such in contrast with actual behavior. 

Considerable discussion was invoked by Van Deth's somewhat 
disapr:ointing attempt to d~velop a theoretica! model of response 
behavi?r. T? _be ~bie to _dectde between theories of issue voting and 
party Identtficatwn votmg, Heath sought to conneet the issue of 
rat~onality of vot!ng behavior with the problem of stability of politica! 
attitudes. T?e e~I~tence of J?On-atti_tudes and random voting behavior 
wo';Il_?, to hts o~mwn, be quite detnmental to tentative explanations of 
poht~c~l ~ehavwr fro~ a rationat choice perspective. An interesting 
condit_wnm_g. hyJ?othests a bout the prevalenee of issue voting versus 
party tdenttftcatwn would be that the higher educated decide on their 
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vote from an issue criterion, where the lower educated use party 
identification to guide their behavior. Ho wever, empirica! evidence 
exists as to the contrary: bath attitudes towards issues and party 
identification are more stabie among the higher educated. It was 
suggested that Van Deth had given up toaearlyin face of his negative 
results and that his theoretica! ideas had nat yet been formulated 
explicitly enough. A numbe_r of other c?nditional ~acto~s. ma_king for 
a stratification of persons m people wtth stabie tdenttftcatwns and 
attitudes and people without these stabie identities and orientations, 
were suggested. E.g., the direct social context of people, their personal 
social networks might help to account for what ts happenmg. Yet 
another answer may be found in newer developments in cognitive 
psychology. Changes in identifications and attitudes could be the result 
of cognitive framing. Cognitive framing points to politica! kno'"':ledge, 
uncertainty and experience as conditions for the stabil~ty of attttudes. 
The research of McGuire might also be relevant: he dtscusses the so­
called Soeratic effect, meaning that people's attitudes, if people are 
forced to think about issues, in time can only become more st~ble. As 
a result of cognitive framing, and enhanced by meehamsros of 
dissananee reduction, more people will become better informed and 
attitudes will become more stable. 

In conclusion, we quote Lindenberg, who neatly summarized the 
discussion in three main statements: 
a. A rational choice explanation of politica! behavior, be it voting or 

otherwise, cannot draw upon an instrumental rationality approach. 
Any utility argument approach has to include the influence of 
groups processes and face-to-face contacts. . 

b. Another promising direction to specify roodels of value formatton 
and politica! participation may be to detail the psychological 
mechanisms that influence the selection of utility arguments. 
Framing theory appears to be a promising avenue in this respect. 

c. The relation between values and behavior remains as probiernatie 
as it always was. 

137 


